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When Williams (1958) defined culture as “ordinary”, he was referring to those everyday elements - “common meanings and 
direction” – that form the foundation of our existence (p. 93). One of the most visible cultures of that everyday life is, of course, 
food, which is considered as a simple thing since being consumed on a daily basis. However, food is much more than just a way 
of survival.  In “Toward a Psychosociology of Contemporary Food Consumption”, Roland Barthes (1997) introduces the idea 
that food is not just for eating anymore. He considers food not just as a simple object we eat and states that food “sums up and 
transmits a situation; it constitutes an information; it signifies….that it is a real sign, perhaps the functional unit of a system of 
communication” (p. 21). The type of food, their preparations and way of eating them are what make and reflect the culture of 
people. It can be considered as a very important factor in determining how we see ourselves and others; and, therefore, it acts as 
a key reflector of our social and political issues. Accordingly, Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger Games trilogy centers a dystopian 
future America around an absence and abundance of food. Her constant employment of food related discourse and food 
vocabulary metaphorically show characters’ own political, cultural and personal understandings of the society; and, this makes 
the food imagery act as a very strong source of power in the hunger inflicted districts. In this paper, I will analyze how food
metaphor is portrayed symbolically throughout the novel and what it renders related to the characters and society as a whole.
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The act of eating, located between the biological and the symbolic, allows dystopian writers to consider a large 
range of concepts. Food serves as a very important sign for certain situations as well; and this means a certain way 
of life or societal functions are emphasized rather than just directly shown by it. Therefore, according to Barthes
(1997) to “eat is a behavior that develops beyond its own ends, replacing, summing up, and signalizing other 
behaviors, and it is precisely for these reasons that it is a sign” (p. 33). What are these behaviors? These days, 
every simple activity – work, meetings, sports, study, celebration, leisure – that we do on each day of our life is 
expressed through food. As an essential cultural symbol and metaphor, food is used to signify the situation in 
which it is used as well as being nutrition. For that reason, once food signifies an act or concept in a system, the 
society has “communication by way of food” (p. 30).
Dystopia as a genre tried to answer the questions of apocalyptic alternate worlds, with one specific 
question in mind: What would happen if the world we live in now was destroyed? What if all our worst fears about 
our future came true? To foresee a catastrophic future, most dystopian authors utilize the ‘food’ image “to convey 
ideas, emotions, and even to elicit gut reactions [and] to help the audience to suspend disbelief and be sucked into 
the plot” (Parasecolli, 2008, p.66). “Dystopia (…) is a utopia that has gone wrong, or a utopia that only functions 
for a particular segment of society” (Gordin, Tilley, and Prakash, 2010, p.1). The last part of this definition fits the
world of the Hunger Games quite well, as it is only the residents of the Capitol that live a seemingly carefree and 
privileged life, while it is the people in the districts that work and provide them with various goods. We never learn 
whether or not there existed some utopian society for every one before the first rebellion, but given the fact that 
there was a rebellion and a period called the Dark Days, one can safely assume that things were not going so well 
at that time either.
If we view a city as a living organism, electricity, traffic, postal system and other flow of energies become 
the nervous system, and survival of the city depends on the regular transportation of food from countryside to city 
and “like the arteries that carry nourishment around the human body, the complex network that brings food to 
citizens is so much a part of the landscape that it often goes unnoticed” (Wilk, 2009, p.127). Panem – whose name 
derives from the Latin phrase ‘panem et circenses’, which literally means 'bread and circuses' – is a country just 
like a living metabolism. Capitol, being the brain or nervous system of this body, controls all other organs – the 12 
districts – while it reaps and sucks all the energy and blood of the districts. In Mockingjay, Katniss observes that 
President’s mouth has “[t]he smell of blood…it was on his breath” (p. 288).
The free citizens of the Capitol live an excessive life in terms of food supplies since the city's affluence is 
provided by the products coming from the districts. Although the Capitol is the major ruling city, it is not 
considered as a district and numbered like the others and its residents have no particular occupation except for jobs 
related to fashion and hair dressing. What is surprising is that nobody in any districts questions the situation except 
for Gale. Even his resistance is not towards the brutality of the system but leaving it behind to live a free and 
peaceful life. All of the districts suffer from the merciless rule of the Capitol, and do not have any authority
regarding the politics in the country. These qualities might indirectly symbolize that the whole Panem is like a 
hungry ferocious monster while other districts are struggling hard to satisfy its hunger.
Since interaction among the districts is forbidden, people in districts create their own way of life. 
Anderson argues that cultural norms, customs, and behaviors result from interaction and he claims that "food is 
used in every society to communicate messages. Preeminent among these are messages of group solidarity" (p. 6). 
Each district in Panem creates a unique character on their own both with their handling the lack of food and 
specific products they produce. Each district has to send different materials to the Capitol; for instance, while 
District 12 has to produce coal, District 4 provides fish. The districts themselves might indirectly refer to 
indispensable organs of a living being to satisfy the gluttony of the Capitol. If any organ proves to be useless or 
dangerous to the well-being of the whole body, it is cut off with a surgical operation. In the beginning, there were 
thirteen districts in Panem. During the war, District 13 was demolished by the Capitol since it was causing distress 
and is no longer recognized as operational.
In Mockingjay, Plutarch Heavensbee tells the history of the phrase “panem et circenses” and explains 
“that in return for full bellies and entertainment, [the] people had given up their political responsibilities and 
therefore their power”. Katniss then “[thinks] about the Capitol. The excess of food. And the ultimate 
entertainment. The Hunger Games. ‘So that’s what the districts are for. To provide the bread and circuses” (p. 
695). Clearly, the abundance and lack of food is used as a metaphorical power by the Capitol to oppress both the 
district and Capitol people. While the Capitol gets almost all of their products from the districts, the districts 
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themselves operate at near starvation with little food. As stated earlier although they live in a hand-to-mouth 
fashion, almost nobody thinks of rising up against this situation. When Gale proposes Katniss to leave the district 
in order to live in the woods, Katniss “[does not] know how to respond” and even the “idea is so preposterous” for 
everybody in the districts (p. 13). To rebel against this despotic rule is out of question. People’s physical hunger or 
craving for real food discourages them to take any action or to spark any uprising. The lack of food is a highly 
intentional move by the Capitol to keep the districts under control. 
On the other hand, the Capitol also uses food to control its own citizens but this time with the abundance 
of it. Food becomes an essential part of everyone’s lives in Panem, except perhaps for those in the Capitol, where 
food plays a different role. Just like the people in districts the cruelty of the Hunger Games is not questioned by 
anybody in the Capitol. Despain (2012), quoting Levenstein, states that the relationship that the citizens in the 
Capitol have to food, can be compared to the relationship that many Americans have to food; there is plenty of it, 
but there is no satisfaction or appreciation in having it. Abundance of food is normal and therefore, not something 
that is thought about daily; its presence and availability are taken for granted. Instead, food receives other attributes 
than that of nutrition when they do not have to fight to obtain it. Collins uses this poisonous quality of food 
“throughout the novels as food stuff moves from daily sustenance to political power play” (Despain, 2012, p.71). 
Food, at least enough of it, both in the future Panem and in our time, is available for very few people and in the 
western world, as in the Capitol, food is not being viewed as a nutrient, but rather as something people have for 
own their enjoyment and as something they can afford to waste. Sometimes even for the simple reason that it has 
the potential to make them fat. “American readers can see a parallel in bulimics, people who can afford to throw 
away food, binge and purge from dieting, and waste more meals than some people ever see” (Frankel, 2012, p.50). 
Bulimia and anorexia are luxury diseases: a clear indicator that people in the western world have too much spare 
time, and means for that matter, to think only of their appearances and how they are perceived by others. While 
less food causes starvation and inactivity, too much food poisons people to carelessness and to suffering.
As long as the government provides you with what you need, food and entertainment, you do not need to 
care about anything else; that is the government’s job. This has made the citizens of the Capitol more concerned 
with “their appearance, food and entertainment, than with politics or the fate of the districts that they consider 
beneath them” (Pavlik, 2012, p.33). Compassion towards other human beings is gone and thus, there is no moral 
concern about sending children to slaughter. In short, the people of the Capitol have forsaken their humanity and 
care for others in order to live a carefree life, where the most terrible thing for them is to be out of nail polish, 
whereas the really terrible things are not thought twice about. The citizens of the Capitol have given up their right 
to have a say in politics and with it their responsibility for their fellow human beings. In return, they are provided 
with an abundance of food and entertainment. In addition, controlling the media, the Capitol makes sure that its 
own citizens do not know on what or at whose expense their feasting is done. The cruelty towards the starving 
districts is only made more obvious by the Capitol’s gluttony. Further, the deception is made clearer when the 
Gamemakers, after Katniss and Peeta win the Hunger Games, wish to surgically alter Katniss’ body to hide the fact 
that she has been starving and wounded during the Games. A compromise was made by adding padding to her 
dress, so that she would seem fit and well for the following interviews. The corruption and double standards of the 
Capitol know no boundaries.
A parallel use of food for control of the society can be seen in District 13, where the daily rations are 
handed out after careful calculations of each person’s nutrition needs: “You leave with enough calories to take you 
to the next meal, no more, no less” (Mockingjay p.562). Although no one starves, there is not freedom in District 
13. Katniss tells us that on certain matters, District 13 is even stricter and more controlling than the Capitol. 
Having been isolated from the rest of Panem for 75 years, District 13 had to take drastic measures in order to
survive and “pleasure [became] secondary to survival” (Kress, 2010, p.234). This need for control, however, seems 
to have stuck with the district (and its leaders) after the initial danger was over. The Capitol and District 13 are 
being presented as two extreme points in rule, but an interesting point is that both exercise control over their 
populations by controlling the supplies of food available. The Capitol does it by withholding food to prove its 
dominance in the districts and by distributing it freely to keep the citizens in the Capitol satisfied, and District 13 
by providing just enough so its citizens can perform roles necessary to its own agenda, such as being soldiers; “I 
guess bony soldiers tire too quickly”, comments Katniss (p. 562). In addition, all the food in District 13 is grown 
and produced underground; the need for control seems to have made them skeptical about even trusting nature to 
provide them with what they need.
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From the point of the people in Panem, food also functions as the subversive power of the oppressed. 
There appear some kinds of food that are not eaten but that have other uses. They can be symbols of the Katniss’ 
weak resistance. Food becomes the utmost symbol of rebellion when Katniss pours out, and threatens to eat the 
Nightlock berries that would ensure the failure of the Gamemakers to produce a winner. By pulling out the 
poisonous berries, like Eve of a dystopian garden, Katniss is challenging the rules set forth by the Gamemakers by 
giving them an ultimatum; two winners or none at all. Not only would the Capitol be losing a victor to parade 
through Panem as a reminder of its power, Katniss and Peeta would by killing themselves “subvert the ideological 
purpose of the Games, which is to dramatize the government’s absolute power over its citizens” by demonstrating 
agency and free will (Henthorne, 2012, p.102). Suicide becomes an act of independence and resistance towards the 
Capitol, and by threatening to do it, Katniss and Peeta are officially displaying a rebellion on live television. This 
threat also becomes a symbol of thinking independently, to stand up against the oppressing regime. Although it is 
only the beginning of the opposition against the Capitol, it is also the beginning of Katniss’ personal growth and 
development.
On the other hand, Peeta, the boy with the bread, symbolically acts as the source of nourishment and hope 
when all the hope is gone. When Katniss is starving outside the bakery, Peeta gives her a dirty loaf of bread, which 
gives desperate Katniss a spark to stand up and take action. This scene is the turning point for her life since a full 
belly is the starting point for a rebellion. During rebellion, Katniss also realizes “the rejuvenating effect" of tasty 
and well-prepared food and its healing effect on the group when she notes that delicious and good food “[is] better 
than any medicine," causing them to be more optimistic about their cause (p. 709). Panem, literally meaning 
‘bread’, as a country survives by giving sufficient amount of food and distraction with the games, is now destroyed 
by Katniss with the hope the boy with the bread gave her. Katniss’ hunger is clearly not a physical hunger since 
she and Gale are among the few people who can hunt and find proper food out in the woods in District 12. She is 
desperately looking for freedom and the bread Peeta gives her is the metaphorical destroyer of the Panem which 
rules by lack of food for districts. After all, the abilities he got from the bakery shop proved to be very useful in 
battle ground when he skillfully camouflages himself stating: “Yes, frosting. The final defense of the dying” 
(p.180). The inspiration given by bread is not applicable only during the absence of food. Fascinated by the 
abundance of food in Capitol, Katniss states that:
“What must it be like, I wonder, to live in a world where food appears at the press of a button? How 
would I spend the hours I now commit to combing the woods for sustenance if it were so easy to come 
by? What do they do all day, these people in the Capitol, besides decorating their bodies and waiting 
around for a new shipment of tributes to roll in and die for their entertainment?” (p. 50-51)
Cinna, her stylist, though enjoying the benediction of being the citizen of Capitol, also craves for freedom when he 
says “how despicable [they] must seem to [Katniss]” whereas other stylists are quite content with the food and
careless of the brutality of Hunger Games (p. 51). 
In the Hunger Games Trilogy the whole plot revolves around a carefully planned food motifs or food-
related discourse. In fact, one of the key scenes in the novel takes place between President Snow and Katniss while 
they are having tea and cookies. President Snow’s table manners in that particular scene are signified more than his 
words, actually stressing the effect of his words.  Katniss carefully observes that his manners while eating are more 
despicable than his threats to Katniss and people of District 12:
“President Snow pours tea for both of us and fills his with cream and sugar, then takes a long time stirring. 
I sense he has had his say and is waiting for me to respond. …… “If only it were that simple.” He picks 
up one of the flowered cookies and examines it. “Lovely. Your mother made these?”” (p.282)
In a very immediate way, his over-carefulness with his tea and cookie conveys the political chaos in more physical 
and emotional terms. In his famous book Bite Me: Food in Popular Culture, Fabio Parasecoli (2008) states that  
“The table - and eating in general - becomes an arena where cultural, social, and political struggles find visible 
expression” (p. 63). In their symbolical fight in arena of a food table, Katniss and President Snow confront each 
other with the weapons of tea and cookies. The victor in this first round is President Snow since Katniss is not 
ready for such a confrontation and she “[…] can’t hold his gaze” and “reach[es] for…tea but set it back down” (p. 
282). Instead, she quickly takes a cookie to cover her discomfort but cannot find the courage to eat it. She loses her 
chance to resist him; the cookie crumbles away to pieces in her hand.
The political distress of Katniss and Peeta is best described in the party after the Victory Tour in the 
president’s mansion. They become completely overwhelmed by the abundance of food at the party. Even though 
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they only have one small bite of each dish, they are both soon full and cannot eat more. Their prep team members, 
however, “laugh as if that’s the silliest thing they’ve ever heard” (Catching Fire p.323). Katniss and Peeta then 
notice that everyone else keeps eating non-stop and soon learn that there are small glasses placed around the room, 
filled with a clear liquid that makes you vomit. That way, the party guests can eat as much as they want without 
ever getting filled up. This form of gorging only highlights the social differences between the Capitol and the 
districts, where food is so scarce that dying of starvation is as common a cause of death as any. After realizing 
what the implication of this liquid invention is, all Katniss can think about is “the emaciated bodies of the children 
on our kitchen table as my mother prescribes what the parents can’t give. More food” (Catching Fire p.323). Boys 
and girls killing each other just for sport and entertainment in the Hunger Games is just a triviality compared to 
this horrid image of the food. As the books tell the readers, the Hunger Games is going on for 74 years without any 
protest either from the tributes or from the people in districts. However, Peeta, knowing the true symbolic value of 
the food as the boy with the bread, is so shocked by this sight that he is immediately answered by Katniss “this is 
nothing by comparison” (p. 323). With this, he plants the seeds of a rebellion into Katniss’ mind, as he did earlier 
by giving her bread. He accepts that “Maybe [they] were wrong, ...[a]bout trying to subdue things in the districts” 
(p. 323).
The Capitol people are too obsessed with their appearance, make-ups, tattoos and hair colors, which make 
them “have no idea how freakish they look to the rest of [the district people]?” (p. 301). The same obsession shows 
itself with the appearance of food in the Capitol. The meals served in the train, at the party or even at the districts 
during Victory Tours are so lavishly decorated that the food itself seems unreal. “Chicken and chunks of oranges 
cooked in a creamy sauce laid on a bed of pearly white grain, tiny green peas and onions, rolls shaped like flowers” 
and “tender chunks of lamb and dried plums today[…] on the bed of wild rice” surely are not the immediate food 
that can be offered to hunger-inflicted tributes (p. 50-84). Here the food takes the form of a religious sacrificing 
ritual the citizens offer or a sacred meal to please the hungry Capitol monster or Gods in religious contexts. 
Despain (2012) argues that “all the food in the Capitol symbolically taunts the impoverished need in the districts 
and flaunts the cavalier attitude of the rulers” (p. 74). 
On the other hand, it might also symbolize the cannibalistic inclination of the humanity. Fabio Parasecoli
(2008) states that “[a]s in the case of cannibals and vampires, the possibility that humanity itself is transformed 
into food constitutes the underlying theme of many narratives” (p. 65). The tributes and the food are the only 
things the Capitol citizens care for, and the stylists, just like diligent chefs, prepare the tributes (or meat) for 
cooking. Katniss “legs, arms, torso, underarms, and parts of [her]eyebrows have been stripped of the stuff, […] 
like a plucked bird, ready for roasting” (p. 48). All the discourse related to tributes is always associated with food 
or cooking. In the training sessions in Capitol, all tactics, planning, suggestions are provided at dinner tables or just 
after they have eaten, foreshadowing the big meal (the Hunger Games) that is fast approaching as if the tributes are 
pigs or turkeys which are fattened up to be sacrificed on special occasions. However, Katniss proved to be a tough 
bird in the games and is underbaked for the Capitol’s taste; therefore, she needs more seasoning to be easily 
cooked for the second time: “Two more baths follow in other, less offensive, concoctions. I’m plucked and scoured 
and massaged and anointed until I’m raw” (p. 301). The Launch Room, the tributes are waiting, is referred to as 
“…the Stockyard. The place animals go before slaughter” and the author’s apparent word-play for ‘launch’ clearly 
refers to the ‘lunch’ to be served after slaughter since the announcement in the room cautions them “to prepare for 
launch” (105). Although the hunger of the Capitol is not a real hunger for human flesh, it symbolically longs for 
“absolute and cruel powers, capable of literally sucking the life out of our bodies” (Parasecoli 65). In the 
interviews before the games, when asked about what most impresses her in the Capitol, she says it is the lamb 
stew, which can be considered the least ostentatious food on the menu. However, Caesar Flickerman replies that he 
eats it “by the bucketful”, signifying their endless greed for excessive food and Katniss here becomes “the 
symbolic lamb, slaughtered for the stew” (Despain, 2012, p.74). 
Barthes (1997) argues that “[a]ll of this goes to show […] to what extent food is an organic system, 
organically integrated into its specific type of civilization” (p.34). Ingestion and consumption in dystopian texts 
constitutes an intrinsic critique of the status quo. When Parasecoli refers to cannibals and vampires in science 
fiction literature, he notes that:
“The desire for excessive eating and ingestion is often overlooked or even repressed by culture and 
society, only to re-emerge in imaginary creatures, legends, and myths. It is almost as if we were scared of 
facing our own unruly appetites, so we project them outside onto evil characters that deserve to be 
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despised, fought, and destroyed.” (p. 61)
Similarly, in The Hunger Games Trilogy, Collins utilizes the food metaphor as a tool of power used either by the 
oppressors or the oppressed and as the symbol of unruly gluttony of the Capitol, which in turn destroys itself. 
Although the story can be associated with the gladiator fights and the myth of Theseus and his defeat of Minotaur 
in Greek mythology, the closest similarity can be linked back to the Homer’s Odyssey, Book 9, which portrays 
Odysseus and his friends’ encounter with Polyphemus the Cyclop. While returning from the war against Troy, they 
land on an island for refreshment, finding a cave with nourishments inside. Although they offer him wine to 
befriend him, the owner of the cave, Polyphemus, a one eyed monster giant, shows his hospitality by locking them 
inside the cave and eating every two of them on each day. At the end of the story, Odysseus and his friends blind 
the monster with a sharpened timber and escape by covering themselves under sheep skins. The Capitol, 
symbolizing the greedy and all-seeing (though with one eye) monster Polyphemus, take the products of districts for 
granted; in addition, every year it demands two sacrifices offered to him by the districts – the tributes. The 
symbolical sheep Katniss using the food – the Capitol’s oppression device – against itself hides under the sheep 
skin and shatters the system. After all, she has her necessary equipment to do so: “[t]hese arrows are food, safety, 
and life itself now” (p. 229).
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